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NANCY PIETRASZKIEWICZ

5th-Graders Soar to Success
Nancy Pietraszkiewicz is a Central Michigan
University professor and supervises student teachers
in southeast Michigan.

or students in the primary grades,
there have been many successful
early intervention programs, such
as Reading Recovery, Early
Intervention in Reading, and
Success for All. (Hiebert & Taylor, 1994).
When the professional literature of reading
instruction is examined, we find the focus of
reading intervention has centered on the
primary grades, especially first grade. Yet,
teachers in grade three and above often find
themselves faced with many students who
have low reading achievement (Mullis,
Campbell, & Farstrup, 1993). However, a
review of published instructional materials
for struggling readers in grade three and
above reveals that though there are a few
programs designed specifically for this
population (HOT' S, Success for All), more
was needed. It was determined that there
exists a need for more research-based
instructional programs designed specifically
to assist below-level readers in the upper
grades. (Allington, 19 8 3; Allington &
Walmsley, 1995).

Background
With this in mind, a study was undertaken
to test the effectiveness of a reading intervention model designed specifically for
upper-grade students who are struggling readers. This model was called Project SUCCESS.
(Houghton Mifflin, 1999) The model was
designed to accelerate reading for students
using authentic literature sequenced in complexity, reciprocal teaching, and graphic
organizers with 40-minute daily lessons that
VOLUME

are delivered in addition to quality classroom
instruction.
The development of Project SUCCESS
began with the researchers brainstorming
what they knew about four major areas:
1. Characteristics and needs of
struggling readers in grade three
and above.
2. Lessons that have been learned
from early intervention programs.
3. Instructional strategies that have
been proven successful with uppergrade students.
4. Materials to be used for instruction
with struggling readers in the upper
grades.
The brainstorming was followed by a review of existing literature and research in
relation to each of these areas. The following
conclusions were reached.
There are a significant number of students
in grade three and above who are reading
below level. The gap between the least able
and most able readers in the upper grades
continues to widen over the years. Instructional techniques tried in the past have not
been successful in closing this gap. (Allington
& Walmsley, 1995).
Struggling readers in the upper grades have
two major characteristics in common. They
have problems in comprehension or constructing meaning (Palincsar & Brown,
1984). They can frequently recall the words
with a high degree of accuracy but have no
idea what they read. Secondly, they often
know the isolated elements of decoding but
do not apply them (Rosenshine & Meister,

33, No. 3 •

SPRING

2001

13

5TH-GRADERS SOAR TO Success

1994). Therefore, any approach in instruction
used for upper-grade intervention should focus heavily on constructing meaning and
teaching students to apply what they know
about decoding within the context of reading.
Finally, struggling readers in the upper
grades are often turned off by reading because
of the years of unsuccessful reading experiences they have had. The intervention
instruction provided must be such that it motivates students and keeps them successfully
focused on the task of improving their reading (Houghton Mifflin, 1999).

Project Success
Given the conclusions drawn from the four
areas reviewed, the instructional plan for
Project SUCCESS was developed and is
presented in Table 1(Facing page). It is a
five-part plan that requires 40 minutes per
day in addition to the regular classroom
reading program. The 40 minute block of
the 5 step plan of scaffolded instruction
involves:
Revisiting, Reviewing, Rehearsing, Reading and Reciprocal teaching, and Responding/
Reflecting
Authentic literature with accompanying
graphic organizers is the core of each lesson.
Three posters that depict reading time, strategies, and graphic organizers are always
displayed during the lessons to help keep the
pace fast and to remind students to use the
strategies during the reciprocal teaching. The
model was developed to be taught within the
classroom, as a pullout program, or as an extended day program.

Population
During the 1995-96 school year, this model
was field tested and revised using two teachers and 11 fourth-grade students reading
considerably below level. With 90 days of instruction, students gained an average of 3.0
levels in retelling and 2.4 levels in oral reading as measured by the Basic Reading
Inventory (Johns, 1994 ). It was decided that
the model should be tested more carefully in
14

a more controlled situation in a national research study. This study was called Project
SUCCESS.
Persons attending a national presentation
of Project SUCCESS were invited to submit
proposals to become research sites for the
national research study. The proposals had to
include a coaching plan to support teachers
during the project.
Thirteen sites submitted plans that were
accepted. The population for the study was
the fourth-grade students identified as considerably below level readers in 24 different
schools within the 13 sites. Sites ranged from
major metropolitan areas to rural areas. A total of 38 teachers taught Project SUCCESS.
The teachers selected were given two days
of intensive training.

Results Of Project Success
The results of the study show that it is possible to accelerate the reading of struggling
fourth graders in a relatively short amount of
time (40 minutes per day for an average of
75 days in addition to regular classroom instruction - see Figure 1 on page 16). For a
complete discussion of the analyses of the
data and results, see Project Success
(Houghton Mifflin, 1999). Based on the positive conclusions of Project SUCCESS, an
intermediate intervention program was developed called Soar to Success. (Cooper, 1998)

Our Project - The Towle
Associates Project
In the spring of 1998, Central Michigan
University and the Department of Teacher
Education and Professional Development
announced the availability of grant money for
university-public school collaboration research efforts with the ultimate goal of
enhancing learning in PreK-12 schools. The
grant was called The Towle Associates Project
with the focus on partnerships of individual
faculty with individual teachers in schools.
In my work with student teachers, I am in
PreK-12 classrooms on a regular basis. In the
process, I have developed a relationship with
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Table 1
The Project SUCCESS Instructional Model

COMPONENT
REVISITING
(5 minutes)

REVIEWING
(5 minutes)

REHEARSING
(10 minutes)

READING
(15 minutes)

RESPONDING/REFLECTING
(5 minutes)

'

DESCRIPTION
• Students reread, alone or with
a partner, previously read
SUCCESS books
• Teacher works with individual
students to take a retelling,
take a running record, or coach
their reading.
OR
• A group conference over
independently read books is
held.
• Students summarize previous
day's reading using graphic
organizers.
• Students and teacher discuss
strategies used and share
examples of use beyond
SUCCESS.
• Do a quick text walk, guided
preview, cooperative preview,
or independent preview for
text to be read.
• Students may predict,
question, or start a K-W-L
chart.
• Students silently read a
meaningful chunk of text to
verify predictions or answer
questions.
• Following reading, reciprocal
teaching is employed with the
students and teacher taking
turns assuming the role of
teacher modeling
-SUMMARIZE
-QUESTION
-CLARIFY
- PREDICT

RATIONALE
• Builds fluency.
• Develops comprehension.
(Samuels, 1979, 1997)
• Builds connection between
learning to read and
independent reading
(Anderson, Wilson, Fielding,
1988; Center for the Study of
Reading. n.d.).

• Students do one or more of the
following:
- Make a written response
- Complete graphic organizers
- Reflect on strategies
- Discuss and share.

• Develops comprehension
• Develops use of strategies.
(Sweet, 1993)
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• Develops comprehension.
• Keeps students focused on the
same four strategies.

• Builds background specifically
for the text (Clay, 1979; 1985;
1991).
• Sets purpose for reading.

• Applies strategies and
develops comprehension
(Pearson, 1984).
• Develops students' abilities to
construct meaning (Palincsar
& Brown. 1984a; 1984b; 1986;
Palincsar, 1984).

15

5TH-GRADERS SOAR TO SUCCESS

Figure 1
Project SUCCESS
Development Year Data
1995-96
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DeKeyser Elementary, which I have found to
be an outstanding example of a model school.
The administration and staff have continuous! y sought methods to improve and enhance
student learning, utilizing innovation and creative educational practices and current
research. In addition, one aspect of the
school's mission and vision is based on collaboration and teamwork.
When the possibility of a grant was announced, Flora McPhearson, a fifth-grade
teacher, mentioned that she was very eager
to work with a new program called Soar to
Success with her below-level readers. In addition, Sally Schmidt, a learning consultant,
expressed interest in being on the research
team. Many of the identified students were
Sally's. Finally, Rose Palmer, a media specialist, was engaged to assist with the
selection of supplemental reading material
that the grant enabled us to buy as an enrichment to the formal intervention program.
16

The grant was received and we started our
work with Soar to Success.
The purpose of Soar to Success is to raise
students' reading levels as quickly as possible
and to teach the strategies to deal with text
efficiently. The four strategies highlighted in
the lessons are to: Clarify (reread or discuss
words or points that were not clear), Predict
(what will happen or what will we learn),
Question (after reading, ask a question for
others to answer), and Summarize (tell what
we read). There typically are 18 sets of texts
arranged in order of their difficulty. The program emphasizes graphic organizers and the
use of reciprocal teaching. This way students
begin to support each other in understanding
print. The lessons are planned out for the carefu 11 y chosen books. There is a mix of
narrative and expository texts. Finally, there
is a home connection component.
Students chosen to participate in this program are below grade level in grades three
and above. The program comes with an assessment to sort out the reading levels and
decide on the placement of students. The assessments also can be used to help the teacher
decide when a student is ready for release
from the program. Seventeen fifth-grade students were identified for our research.

Our Results Using Soar To
Success
It was November before all of the teacher
training was completed, and the material was
ordered. The results required by the Towle
Grant were due in March. From November
until the middle of March, Flora McPhearson;
Sue Lertz, another fifth-grade teacher; and
Sally Schmidt worked with the 17 students
following the Soar to Success format. The
results were amazing and very impressive. In
the relatively short time that Soar to Success
was implemented, all 17 students improved
both their word identification and language
skills; some dramatically. One young man
elevated his language skills from pre-test
score of K.O to 3.3. Using the WoodcockJohnson Tests of Achievement, Language
Skills went from 3.07 to 4.33. Word identifi-
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cation improved from 3.87 to 5.02.
Figure 2
This is presented in Figure 2 ( at
right).
SOAR TO SUCCESS
Table 2 (below) breaks down the
Reading Intervention Program
pre- and post-test scores in both arDeKeyser Elementary, Utica Community Schools
eas for all of the students involved
6,---------------,
in the program.
5.02
We were enthused and encouraged by our results. The teachers at
• LANGUAGE
DeKeyser continue to use Soar to
SKILLS
Success with very similar outcomes.
• WORD
IDENTIFICATION
But there are several areas where
further research is needed.
Woodcock-Johnson
1. Studies conducted to
Tests of Achievement
determine which elements
Revised
of Soar to Success are
Pre-Test
Post Test
most important. This
TEST AVERAGES
could be done by varying
Year 98-99
...___ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ ~~Sdlmidl
the elements that various
groups would receive.
2. A study undertaken to
determine whether Soar to Success
could be used to replace classroom

Table 2
SOAR TO SUCCESS

DeKeyser Students

Reading Intervention Program

School Year 98-99
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instruction for struggling readers
and still get large gains in a short
amount of time.
3. The students from this study should
be followed to determine whether
the gains made were maintained
and transferred to other areas.
There are many positive aspects of this
model. However, the highlight of the program
appears to be the rapid growth made by students in a relatively short time.
This was motivating and promising for
both the participants and the teachers. Perhaps as further research is completed, Soar
to Success can be used to achieve even greater
benefits for upper-grade students.
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